ABSTRACT: This article examines the forms of interplay between the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Mauritania and the international standing recently gained by some of the country's socio-political activists. These different forms of political argumentation are affected by Mauritania's 'Islamic republic' label, which, adopted following independence in 1960, has been opportunistically used by the state and has become a double-edged sword when used to legitimate foreign and domestic policies. After discussing official expressions of foreign policy, the article moves on to examine the forms of social activism that have more recently questioned the country's social landscape. The article concludes that Mauritanian foreign policy is in clear relation with a recent shift in the social agenda that questions Mauritania's social structures, political apparatus and the state's formal designation as an Islamic republic.
INTRODUCTION
This article will discuss the current forms of interplay between Mauritania's foreign policy practices and the international standing recently gained by some of the country's socio-political activists. The local impact of these protest movements has led the country's political leadership to openly debate with these agents and to externally justify, for example, the active presence of an abolitionist movement in the Mauritania.
The article argues that questions of race and social stratification-which are clearly noticeable in the local arenas-permeate foreign policy structures and force the government to present arguments regarding these matters at different international levels. The current questioning of the country's social status quo is now clearly inscribed in international forums, mainly through the innovative media uses made by different Mauritanian activists. 1 The research leading to this article has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC -2016 -STG -716467) The intricate debate explored in this article-and one that turns Mauritania into a particularly compelling case study-is also related to a critique of traditional Islamic scholarly traditions and their role in the definition of a stratified social milieu. Contrary to what has happened in other contexts more directly associated with the 'Arab Spring' (Diaw 2015) , in Mauritania one notices not only an interrogation of the eminently political spheres, but a global movement concerned with the country's overall social landscape, and with the uses of different Islamic readings which have supposedly helped stigmatize large sectors of Mauritanian's Hassanophone populations. The complexity of these involvements should highlight the intertwined character of Mauritania's foreign policy structures, as well as its effective debate with the activists presently questioning the social fabric of the country.
The article starts by outlining a global framework for the foreign policy structures that have defined Mauritania since its independence in 1960. It then debates the forms and uses associated with the 'Islamic Republic' label; and concludes with a presentation of activist movements and social actors who currently question both the country's political leadership and its social design.
MAURITANIA'S FOREIGN POLICY STRATEGIES (1960-2016)
The foreign policy strategies associated with Mauritania are characterised by their diversity, if we consider the different-and often contradictory-policies which have been implemented since the country's independence in 1960: the now-famous declaration by the country's first president, Moktar Ould Daddah, that Mauritania would play the role of a trait d'union between the north and the south of the African continent; the country's diverse post-colonial ties with France; its association with the Négritude movement; several 'Marxist' approaches (in connection with the Soviet Union, China, or Algiers); its proximity to Sudan's Islamist project; and its familiarity with the Egyptian Pan-Arabism project. For more than half a century these ideological projects have at various points been associated with Mauritania's foreign policy expressions (Diaw 1998 1960 -1978 ), Mustapha Ould Mohammed Salek (1978 -1979 ), Ahmed Ould Bouceif (1979 ), Mahmoud Ould Ahmed Louly (1979 -1980 ), Mohammed Khouna Ould Haidallah (1980 -1984 ), Maaouya Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya (1984 -2005 Mauritanian migration to the Gulf states has not led to a significant change in local religious learning and practice (Freire 2014 (1992) , as the sole representatives of this kind of political structure. Of these countries, only Iran seems to have consolidated a structured approach to such a project (Mottahedeh 2008; Bayat 2013: 35-70) , while the others-including Mauritania-have seemingly adopted this designation for mostly ideological reasons (Salomon 2016). integrative and conciliatory element-probably the only one available at the time-that could hold together the fragile social equilibrium during the transition years from colony to state (1957) (1958) (1959) (1960) Republic' label seems to have been used by different political agents in order to achieve opportunistic objectives, rather than utilised in a concerted effort to provide an Islamicbased political administration to this Saharan country.
SOCIAL ACTIVISM IN AN INTERNATIONALISED CONTEXT
Resuming the argument made above regarding the use of the Islamic label for purposes of social cohesion, it is nonetheless surprising that more than fifty years after assembly, failing to comply with police orders, and resisting arrest during an antislavery march in Nouakchott (Cervello, 2015) . He served twenty months in jail and was released in May 2016. 23 He is an important figure today not only for a large spectre of The arguments presented in this article also seem to confirm the crossing of a 'great divide' between an 'ulama-centered religious authority (Eickelman and Piscatori, 1996: 122) has prompted a process of questioning the political and social status quo. The current call to alter the social order of Mauritania's Hassanophone population has been overtly counter-argued by the state through a narrative that campaigns-inside the country as well as at an international level-for the country's unbreakable 'unity'. Only after an ongoing contestation of these issues (as well as the resolution of legal procedures, notably regarding Mohamed Mkhaitir) will one be capable of clearly measuring the success of Mauritania's 'weak', or, following a more common trend, assume the narrow success of these far-reaching projects of effective revolutionary character.
